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Despite several decades of persistent effort, the Soviets have not 
expanded their influence in the Southern Theater steadily or with ease. 
Barriers of culture, countervailing Western and local power, tactical 
clumsiness on the Soviet part, and the shere unpredictability of the region 
have all posed obstacles. 

Nevertheless, several "megatrends"- in the region on balance favor the 
long-term expansion of Soviet influence. Political volatility within and 
among the region's states continues to afford penetration opportunities. 

The political and economic development of the Islamic countries of the 
region could strengthen over time the obstacles to lasting Soviet 
penetration. But development is equally likely to produce social turmoil 
that encourages it. 

The Soviet military buildup has made the USSR the strongest military 
actor in the region, greatly outweighing with its regional forces on Soviet 
territory any combination of quickly available local and Western forces and 
also undermining the ability of the US to offer credible strategic 
guarantees. Soviet military forces are not capable of simply walking over 
the regions to the south; its distances and terrain are more difficult than 
Europe. The US may try to put in place forward military capability to deter 
Soviet power projection, such as bases and small deployments. Yet theater 
equivalence between Soviet military power and that of the West and its 
partners is even less likely in Southwest Asia than in Europe. A key task 
for Soviet regional strategy is to turn their military preponderance "in 
being" into an effective geopolitical lever at acceptable risk. As 
elsewhere, the USSR has lacked the political, economic, and cultural appeal 
that could ease this task. 

Among the "megatrends" which could eventually attenuate the pressure of 
Soviet power on the Southern Theater, perhaps the most important in the long 
run is the development of the Soviet system itself. Before the region 
witnesses a decisive expansion of Soviet power, it is possible that stresses 
within Soviet society combined with Soviet failures in international affairs 
could lead to a turning inward of Soviet policy which reduces the 
challenge. This is an exceedingly long shot prospect. It cannot be taken 
for granted. It depends on sustained and coherent resistance to Soviet 
power by the US, by its allies, and by local states. 

Soviet strategy in the Southern Theater can best be addressed in terms 
of Soviet policy toward several sub-regional problems or relationships, each 
of which links to others, often in contradictory ways. The one which weighs 
most heavily on the Soviet leadership today is the war in Afghanistan. 

Afghanistan 

As of now, the USSR aims to win the war. Its strategy is to keep at bay 
and grind down the resistance, to isolate it from the mass of the population 
or drive larger numbers out of the country, and to slowly build up a 
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political difficulties posed for Washington by Indian initiative. At this 
moment, however, we cannot exclude the possibility that the Soviets will 
take action against Pakistan entirely on their own, even though this would 
be easier for Washington to react to. 

The Baluchistan Option 

Baluchistan is frequently cited as some kind of key to Soviet strategy 
in the region — which it probably is not. It is, however, an example of 
one facet of Soviet strategy in the "great game" of playing on tribal 
rivalries within primative states of the area, a subject which deserves a 
lot more attention than it normally gets. The Soviets have long cultivated 
ties to political and regional groups in Pakistan that might be mobilized to 
overthrow the regime or dismember the state. Afghanistan gives them both a 
motive and a place from which to operate. Baluchistan is one target of 
Soviet attention. 

Amidst much uncertainty as to what the facts are, there is controversy 
about the significance of Soviet interest in Baluchistan. The inflated 
claims of some that it is the USSR's final stepping stone to the Indian 
Ocean are often countered by an less founded insistence that "there is no 
evidence" of a Soviet penetration effort. A clearly incomplete body of 
evidence supports the following: 

Since well before the Afghan war the Soviets have sought influence 
with all manner of Baluch, from traditional tribal leaders at home 
and in exile to radical urbanized students. These efforts have 
included supplying arms and military training for separatist 
elements. 

Some Baluch elements have reportedly been useful in interfering 
with Afghan Mujahedin operations and supplies. The extent of this 
help to the Soviets is probably very limited, however. Most Baluch 
elements appear to have a very healthy suspicion of Soviet 
activities, and they tend to be regarded by Afghan resistance as 
allies. 

Soviet ability to exploit Baluch separatism has probably been 
reduced by Zia's more tolerant policies since 1977. But the Baluch 
factor could become significant again if Pakistan goes unstable for 
other reasons. 

The slow outmigration, urbanization, and economic development of 
Baluchistan's people probably increases, rather than decreases, 
Soviet potential for troublemaking at Pakistan's expense. 

More generally, Soviet interest in Baluch separatism should not be 
viewed as a fifth column ready at some point swiftly to open the road to the 
Indian Ocean coast. It reflects rather, and in a particularly strategic 
place, a Soviet tactic of buying into the separatist forces which could abet 
the destabilization of two vital barrier states of the region, Pakistan and 
Iran. Other cases of comparable interest are the Azeris and the Kurds. 
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Against both Pakistan and Iran the Soviets simultaneously seek a) to 
exert influence on the central government; b) to cultivate potential 
alternatives to the central government, e.g., oppositions; and c) to 
penetrate and stimulate separatist movements. 

Iran. Iraq, and the Gulf 

Iran and the Gulf are the prizes of the region. The Soviets have long 
believed that they should, by right of proximity and historically "objective 
trends", exert a dominant influence over the area's security affairs and its 
resources. The withdrawal of British influence, the fall of the Shah, and 
the difficulties the US faces in positioning countervailing power should, 
the Soviets believe, give them opportunities to advance their long-standing 
interest. But their advances have not been commensurate with the apparent 
opportunities. They are wrestling with how to shape a more effective 
strategy for this' critical part of the theater. 

Khomeini's Iran has not afforded the Soviets great opportunities to 
advance at the government level. Yet the Soviets do maintain diplomatic and 
varied economic ties to Iran. Twenty percent of Iranian imports come via 
Soviet territory and Soviet allies/clients are an important source of Iran s 
arms. Tehran does not treat the "second (Soviet) devil" with quite the 
disdain and hostility reserved for the "first (US) devil. Moreover, in 
recent weeks Tehran, after some internal dispute, actively sought to plead 
its case on the Gulf war with the Soviets at a high level; hence the 
Gromyko-Sadr talks. We don't believe either side achieved much, but we can 
conclude a) the diplomatic relationship is not without some promise, b) 
there are elements in Khomeini's regime likely to survive him who are ready 
to treat with the Soviets, and, therefore, c) the Soviets tactic of playing 
both sides still works to some extent, despite the pronounced tilt to Iraq. 
We have recent reporting to the effect that the Soviets now regard the 
Iran-Iraq war as tending to play into their hands because the security 
problems it has engendered encourage Iran and other Gulf states to seek 
Soviet favor, including Soviet arms, permitting the Soviets to penetrate 
politically without jettisoning their tie to Iraq. 

The decimation of the Tudeh and the leftist Mujahedin in Iran have 
sharply reduced Soviet prospects for developing a congenial alternative to 
the Khomeini regime at the center. But it's very hard to tell what Soviet 
influence assets are still available. According to a KGB defector, they 
never were very abundant, but his knowledge may be incomplete. He is 
demonstrably ill-informed on Soviet efforts to penetrate non-Persian 
nationalities. Moreover, as indicated above, some Iranian leaders today are 
more willing to entertain ties to Moscow than is Khomeini. 

There is ample evidence that, over the years, the Soviets have sought to 
penetrate and, occcasionally, support potential separatist groups in Iran, 
notably the Azeris of "southern Azerbaidzhan", probably the Khuzistan Arabs, 
the Kurds, and the Baluch. We have enough evidence to detect activity, not 
enough to establish the magnitude or strategic direction of Soviet 
involvement. Up to now, it is probable that Soviet investments have 


SECRET I 

6 

Approved For Release 2008/10/24 : CIA-RDP90B01370R001 601 980004-3 




Approved For Release 2008/10/24 : CIA-RDP90B01370R001601980004-3 


25X1 


25X1 


SECRET 


represented a fairly routine hedge for the future. Soviet priorities have 
been on those ruling at the center and on the central ’Jii 

There is so«ne evidence to suggest that the Soviets way increase 
luentlOT iTthrminorlties. especially In Aeerbaldzhan. We don't yet see . 
shift of Soviet strategy toward exploiting the minorities to destabi ize 
country. But this is a possibility. Present and expected ?aps in our 
intelligence make it likely our detection of such a shift will be 
uncertain. And their is strong resistance on the part of many analysts to 
the idea that the Soviets would follow a destabilization strategy toward 
Iran or any other major state of the region. 

Although it still offers them strategic opportunities. Jhe Iran-Iraq war 
has been a net negative for the Soviets so far. They have tried, but not 
yet succeeded in parlaying their relations with both sides 
advance in Iran or the region as a whole, and they still fear that the US 
will exploit the war to establish a permanent military presence in the Gulf 
area. As suggested above, however, the Soviets may be getting more 
optimistic about their prospects. 

The Soviets would surely like to preside over a settlement of the 
conflict along the lines of their mediating role between India and Pakistan 
at Tashkent in 1965. The basic political requirement for such a role has 
bLn absent namely, a shared interest between the belligerents in 
compromise. That interest could possibly arise fairly suddenly, however. 
Khomeini's death could lead to a reduction of Tehran s demands. The Soviets 
might be willing to promote the removal of Sadam Huseyn if they can identify 
a successor regime in which they have confidence. 

While probably not committed for all time to Sadam Huse^, the Soviets 
do not want to Jeopardize their Iraqi connection seriously for -"certain 
oains with Iran. Iraq is their one substantial entree into the affairs of 
the Gulf now. and it usefully diversifies their engagement on the Arab side 
of tL conflict with Israel, notwithstanding Iraqi-Syrian tensions. 

In the rest of the Gulf and with the Saudis, the current Soviet formula 
is very quiet diplomacy — which is all they can get away with. Basically, 
they are trading on Gulf awareness that, sooner or later, the Soviet Union 
is Q 0 ?nq to be a bigger factor in the area which must be taken into 
accoSnt^ Meanwhile, the most discreet reception to Soviet approaches gives 
the Gulf states some leverage with Washington. This formula is unlikely to 
carry the Soviets very far beyond their current relations with Kuwait, 
however, barring some other change in the politics of the area, e.g., some 
development which dramatically discredits the protective f f 

(rq our leaving Pakistan in the lurch), and builds the image of the USSR 
as very powerful but sufficiently benign to work with. 

What then, will be Soviet strategy toward this sub-region? The odds 
seem to favor continuation of present policies because they are 
orLise and the present Soviet leadership appears disinclined to try major 
Dolicv departures in the face of risk and uncertainty. At the same time, we 
see a^significant increase in Soviet political 

clearly working harder on the opportunities they think they have. 
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A significar^t shift of Soviet strategy cannot be ruled out. One 
possibility would be substantially increased aid to Iraq coupled with severe 
pressure on Iran, including military pressure in the north, to force a new 
consensus in Tehran for ending the war under Soviet sponsorship. Success at 
this surely risky venture could leave the USSR the dominant superpower 
protector of the Gulf. Failure could bring in the US and lead to much 
deeper Soviet-Iranian hostility. On balance, it seems unlikely that the 
Soviets would use this approach unless the Iranians look like they are 
enjoying dramatic military successes against Iraq — an unlikely prospect 
according to most analysis. 

Another option would be a longer-term Soviet shift toward reliance on 
minorities to promote destabilization and fragmentation of a post-Khomeini 
Iran. This course might seem less risky in the short term because it could 
be explored gradually. But if it begins to prove successful, the risks 
start rising sharply. Iran might at some point begin to fall apartj but it 
won't happen quickly and cleanly. The Soviets would have to threaten 
intervention on behalf of their favored minority, the Azeris probably. The 
worst outcome would be a still unified Iran, nudged closer to the US by 
Soviet actions. 

Recitation of these uncertainties and risks should not be taken to mean 
that, after all, the Soviets have no prospects around the Gulf. The 
"megatrends" of superior military power, deep strategic interest, and local 
instability continue to favor them. And the outcome in Afghanistan (and 
closely related Pakistan), so critical to everything else, is still up for 
grabs. 

Israel, Syria, Lebanon, and Jordan 

Israel's attack on Lebanon and defeat of Syria's forces inflicted a 
major setback to the Soviets. But they have recovered through persistence 
in rearming the Syrians and US inability to sponsor a settlement in Lebanon. 


The visits of Politburo member Gaydar Aliyev to Syria and Central 
Conmittee expert Karen Brutents to Lebanon and Syria earlier this year 
suggested that the Soviets might be reconnoitering for new diplomatic 
initiatives in the area. After the US pullout from Beirut, the opportunity 
seemed inviting. Until very recently the Soviets have been in somewhat of a 
waiting posure, rather like the US at present, ihey have acted to protect 
their position in Syria against the vagaries of political intrigue in 
Damascus, particularly Rifat Asad's unreliability. They appear to be 
leaving Lebanon largely to the Syrians, but the impending Polyakov visit and 
other signs indicated that they want to play a hand of their own there as 
well. They are making sustained, but low key, efforts to restore some 
degree of cohesion to the PLO; here too they have left the initiative to the 
Syrians and noticeably distanced themselves from Yasir Arafat. 

Moscow is clearly pressing for movement in relations with Jordan, 
exploiting King Husseyn's need for arms and his desire to pressure 
Washington with a live Soviet option. A tie to Jordan is always of value to 
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the Soviets because it diversifies the Soviet position in the Arab-Israeli 
confrontation and could open doors to the conservative states of the 
Peninsula. 

It is not apparent at present that the Soviets have a longer-term 
political strategy for this portion of the region other than sticking with 
clients they have, cultivating new relationships where possible, and waiting 
to see what happens. Something new is bound to happen before long, however, 
and the Soviets are positioning themselves to act on new opportunities. 

The formation of a new government in Israel may be the next break point 
for Soviet policy in the Arab-Israeli nexus. Should a coalition government 
in Israel start casting about for new paths of compromise, the resulting 
fluidity may give the Soviets new diplomatic opportunities, even the 
prospect of relations with Israel. Although there is not much novelty in 
it, the lastest Soviet proposal for "comprehensive peace" in the region 
represents, at a minimum, a marker for a Soviet role in the near future, and 
an effort to appeal to Arab moderates frustrated by the inability of the US 
to get any movement. If prospects for movement on Arab-Israeli issues do 
reappear, however, the main Soviet problem will stem from the US resuming a 
much more active role on the basis of its superior political position as 
Israel’s guarantor and the security partner of many Arab states. The Soviet 
Union can only deliver arms; the US just might be able to deliver Israeli 
concessions. Should a revival of the peace process take place, the Soviets 
may concentrate, as in the past, on backing the most radical Arab demands 
and even pushing events toward another confrontaton. 

The problem for Soviet diplomacy in the Arab-Israeli context, as 
elsewhere in the region, is that the USSR's great military muscle "over the 
horizon" to the north and its local instruments of subversion and intrigue 
are not easy to use constructively, to build political order among and 
within nations who have autonomous political vitality. To exploit its 
military power effectively for political ends in a region constantly beset 
by war, the Soviets must credibly threaten to use direct force. This is 
risky. In countries with a very unformed internal environment, the Soviets 
try to build a disciplined Marxist-Leninist core on which to rely. But most 
nations of Islam resist this. Short of direct military intervention, the 
Soviets must exploit arms supply and the myopic tenacity of local conflict 
to insinuate their influence. When the region's governments begin to think 
seriously about ways out of their age-old conflicts, the US tends in the end 
to be the more congenial partner. Should policy blunders or strategic 
retreat from the region reduce US leverage, or renewed confrontation magnify 
the relative disparity of US and Soviet military capabilities in more 
extreme scenarios, then the Soviets will have new prospects to advance. 

Egypt 

Egypt deserves special treatment, apart from the Arab-Israeli context, 
not only because it assumed at Camp David a special stance toward that 
conflict, but because, unlike the other Arab states, Egypt is a nation. It 
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has a national heritage and future more cohesive and substantial than any 
other Arab country. 

The Soviets would certainly like to return to a position of influence in 
Cairo. They sought the recent exchange of ambassadors toward that end. But 
they probably have no illusions that this step alone puts the relationship 
even tentatively on a course back to the status they enjoyed under Nassar. 

No doubt they expect that an improved diplomatic relationship with Egypt 
will enhance their bargaining leverage throughout the region, although 
perhaps not as much as it will enhance Cairo's leverage in Washington and 
Jerusalem. They probably also expect that it will give them increased 
access to Egypt’s internal politics, which are sure to face turbulent times. 

A return to the past Egyptian dependency on Moscow for arms is highly 
unlikely given the US supplier role that has developed in the last decade. 
Nevertheless, the cost and political uncertainty of relying on the US for 
arms may encourage the Egyptians to turn again in a limited way to the USSR 
for less sophisticated weapons. 

The Soviets probably look to a limited arms supply relationship, 
increased diplomatic influence, and the possibility of internal 
discontinuities in Egyptian political and economic development to provide 
them new opportunities downstream. In any case, the location, size, and 
long-term political gravity of Egypt in the Arab world makes the investment 
worthwhile. 

The Yemens and the Horn of Africa 


The Soviet positions in Ethiopia and the PDRY, to a lesser extent also 
in North Yemen, offer the potential of backdoor access to the Middle East. 
They offer physical advantages in terms of basing for military, 
paramilitary, and various covert activities against neighboring states such 
as Saudi Arabia, Oman, and Sudan. They also present to the governments of 
the region an image of encircling Soviet power which, if it cannot be 
contained reliably, must be accommodated. 

Soviet policy toward Ethiopia is at present aimed primarily at 
consolidation and stabilization of the Soviet position. The Mengistu regime 
is beset by serious insurgencies and severe economic problems. At the same 
time, it is not eager to build a strong Marxist-Leninist party apparatus 
Moscow has long been lobbying for because it could eventually challenge the 
power of Mengistu's military junta and give the Soviets a more viable base 
of support inside the country without him. In short, making sure that the 
Soviet position in Ethiopia is not reversed gets more Soviet attention now 
than efforts to exploit that position regionally. Nevertheless, the Soviets 
continue to develop and use the military base access they have in the 
country. 

We have evidence that more pro-Soviet figures have advanced their power 
in the PDRY recently. This may give the Soviets new tactical options. Some 
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fear that the Soviets may step up their subversive activity against Oman and 
Saudi Arabia from the Yemens. But there is no strong evidence on this as 
yet. Since these outposts of Soviet influence are more means than ends in 
themselves, future Soviet policy toward them probably turns on developments 
in the vital sub-regions of the Gulf, the Arab-Israeli neighborhood, and 
Afghanistan. 

Turkey 

Geography and culture make Turkey an important target of Soviet policy 
toward the Southern Theater. Historic animosities and its membership in 
NATO obstruct Soviet influence. Turkey's sense of vulnerability, the 
Ottoman political tradition of evading confrontational relationships where 
possible, and the enduring potential for internal instability give the 
Soviets recurrent prospects. 

The military significance of Turkey to Soviet strategic planning is 
enormous. It controls Soviet maritime access to the Mediterranean, 
notwithstanding the permissive conditions of the Montreaux Convention. It 
lies astride the most direct air routes into the Middle East. Depending on 
the fulfillment of plans for its air and land force modernization, it is 
potentially one of the most formidable military powers in NATO. And it is a 
potential base from which US military power can act to interfere with Soviet 
operations toward the Gulf region. Whether Turkey would permit US access to 
its bases during a Gulf or Iranian contingency involving the Soviets is 
uncertain. That very uncertainty must weigh heavily in Soviet strategic 
calculations, however. If Turkey could somehow be dislodged from NATO the 
potential for Soviet military access to the region would be vastly improved 
and the political impact would be revolutionary. 

During the 1950s and 1960s the Soviets pursued a policy of diplomatic 
and economic detente toward Ankara. In the 1970s the Soviets activated the 
“second path" of destabilization through wholesale and indiscrimminate 
terrorism. While some find the evidence inconclusive, the role of Bulgaria 
as source of arms for sustained domestic violence in Turkey makes Soviet 
complicity apparent. 

Because the organizational base of terrorism in Turkey was so anarchic, 
the military which seized power in 1980 was able to quell it very 
effectively. Whether the Soviets might at some time in the future be able 
to reopen this path to destabilizing Turkey depends a great deal on the 
political and economic effectiveness of the present Turkish regime. Given 
the picture only five years ago, the present outlook for Turkish stability 
and development is promising, but not conclusive. 

Meanwhile, the Soviets have returned to the first path of seeking 
government-to-government detente, inhibited by their tilt toward Greece on 
Cyprus, their occasional badgering of Turkey about INF and other NATO 
initiatives, and, above all, the deep cloud of suspicion left by the era of 
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mass terrorism. The present Turkish government Is strongly committed to 
NATO and to the US tie. It enjoys wide public support for this stance. 

Yet, like other NATO members, Turkey has its own reasons for a more nuanced 
policy toward the USSR than the US might wish to see it pursue. US support 
for Turkish interests in Cyprus and for military modernization has been 
disappointing to Ankara. Turkish interests in the Middle East frequently 
oblige a certain distance from US policies. Underlying is Turkey's 
persistent sense of exposure with insufficiently reliable backing, the 
Soviets can be expected to exploit any opportunity these circumstances might 
give them to increase their influence in Turkey. 

Conclusion 


The hallmarks of the Soviet posture toward the Southern Theater are: 

Abiding ambitions to dominate the region for both offensive and 
defensive reasons. 

The military potential for strategic dominance created by the 
buildup of Soviet regional and intercontinental forces over the past 
twenty years. 

Multilayered tactical tools — from arms supply to terrorism — for 
exploiting the internal and interstate instabilities of the region. 

Persistent and severe obstacles to the expansion of Soviet 
influence arising from the limits of Soviet political and cultural 
appeal, the risks of using military power, and the desire of the 
region's people to avoid domination by a real imperialist. 

To the extent the Soviets can be said to have a region-wide strategy it 
is opportunistic and flexible: defend what you have, press where openings 
appear, and keep a variety of options simultaneously in play. Specific 
policies toward the major sub-regional issues addressed above will probably 
continue to dominate Soviet strategy toward the region as a whole. 

How hard can the Soviets be expected to press in the years ahead? The 
foregoing discussion has tended to focus on Soviet policy problems and 
obstacles. Will they persist? Or will favorable "megatrends" of the 
regional power balance and local instability play into Soviet hands? 

In retrospect, Soviet behavior during the early 1980s represents a kind 
of strategic underachievement. Given what appear to have been their 
opportunities after the fall of the Shah, they did not move very decisively 
or actively to exploit them, but appeared to adopt more of a defensive or 
holding posture. The obstacles already discussed account for this only in 
part. Other factors weighing on Kremlin decisionmaking also played a major 
role: 


The unexpectedly high cost of the Afghanistan commitment. 
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The distracting effect of turmoil in Poland. 

The high degree of US commitment to the region after 1980. 

The onset of conditions within the top Soviet leadership 
conducive to risk avoidance and indecision. 

The total effect of these factors on Soviet policy may persist for 
several years, but is unlikely to last indefinitely. Even now Soviet 
diplomacy in the region is getting more active, and a the results of a 
crisis over Pakistan — especially whether it magnifies Soviet power or 
underscores US credibility as an ally — will resonate powerfully throughout 
the region. Sooner or later and perhaps quite suddenly given the volatility 
of the region, the historic Soviet aim to dominate it is very likely to be 
pressed with increased determination and initiative. It is next to 
impossible that the countries of the region will, by themselves, become 
united and strong enough to pose an insurmountable obstacle to Soviet 
advances in the long run. Those advances are most likely to be thwarted if 
the next generation of Soviet leaders, now in the process of emerging, is 
persuaded that the "great game" in the Southern Theater is not worth the 
candle of cost and risk. What will persuade them is a combination of 
failure in Afghanistan, an unfavorable regional correlation of forces based 
on US commitment, and their own pressing internal priorities. Otherwise the 
next phase of the struggle over this strategic region is likely to be more 
lively and potentially more explosive than the recent past. 
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